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Where
there is
Hope
Billy Cleary CSSp

ZIMBABWE

T

he yard tap is turned. Water flows.
A bucket fills. Another day in Zimbabwe. The touch glow alarm clock
reads 4:59. Dogs bark, cocks crow, insects
and birds in chorus welcome the dawn.
I’d better get up and claim my share of
the precious liquid now in short supply.
Water isn’t the only commodity in short
supply. There is little electricity and the
phone is on the blink. Meat and bread are
luxuries and soap a memory. Thank God
for the Silveira House cows and our daily
ration of milk!

Living at Silveira
Silveira House (named after the first
Jesuit missionary to make it this far inland,
a Portuguese, Goncalo da Silveira, martyred in 1561) is twenty kilometers east of
Harare. Founded in 1964 as an adult education and development centre it struggles
to conduct courses and run its nationwide
outreach programme.
This is where the Spiritan SCAF (South
and Central African Foundation) theology
community is located awaiting the development of our own buildings across the
road. The property has been fenced round
and the foundations are in place. Building
will commence in January and we hope to
move in at the beginning of the new academic year in August, 2008. While living at
Silveira shelters us from the more extreme
effects of an impossible economic situation,
we cannot be indifferent to the lot of the
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majority of people about us for which each
day brings some new hardship and whose
hold on life becomes ever more tenuous.

How did it come to this?
Once the bread basket of the region,
Zimbabwe is now on its knees. The Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops’ Conference puts
it plainly, “A tiny minority of the people
have become very rich overnight, while the
majority are languishing in poverty, creating a huge gap between the rich and the
poor” Pastoral Letter, Holy Thursday, 2007.

Each person
is important and
“wasting time”
together is a value
The letter recognizes the anger of people
the bad governance and corruption that is
everywhere evident. The out of control inflation spiral devalues the Zimbabwean
dollar so much that the adding machines
cannot keep up. For some time after independence in 1980 it was close to being on a
par with the US dollar. Last year three zeros
were knocked off the currency and now we
are warned that another adjustment is due.
The official exchange rate is 1 to 30,000.
But you are more likely to look for something like 1 to 1,000,000 for your much
prized US dollar, if you had one. Add the

three zeros that were taken away and you are
into unmanageable numbers. Some businesses deal in “thou-dollars” for ease of calculation. The price of a house a few years ago
is what a banana now costs in Zim. Dollars!

School of theology
There are twelve SCAF theology students in the community (six Zambians,
three Malawians, two Zimbabweans and
one South African). Fr. Sylvester Kansimbi
and I accompany them in their formation
and teach at Holy Trinity College (HTC), a
school of theology owned by Franciscans,
Carmelites, Redemptorists and Spiritans. It
is also located at Silveira House. Now in its
fifth year HTC continues to grow with over
thirty students, an expanding library and
a sufficient quota of qualified staff. It is
expected that at the end of this year the
College will be affiliated to the Catholic
University of Eastern Africa (CUEA) in
Nairobi and be in a position to award a
bachelors degree in theology for those who
successfully complete the four year programme of studies.
It is a joy for me to be here. It is good to
be part of a new and growing area of the
Congregation. I am privileged to follow in
the footsteps of Irish confreres who bore
the heat of the day in Zambia, Malawi and
South Africa and are fondly remembered
as Elders by the students here.

Care and concern one for another
The one certain thing about life in Zimbabwe, is that nothing is certain. Electricity,
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water, food and other basics are not taken
for granted here. I did manage a shower this
morning! But there is another constant and
that is the human kindness encountered
each day. In the midst of hardship and
struggle goodness finds expression in care
and concern one for another. The morning
greeting in Shona “Mamuka sei?” (how
did you spend the night?) and the reply
“Tamuka kana mamukawo” (I spent it well
if you did) expresses well that care and concern for the other. Each person is important
and “wasting time” together is a value. Far
from being downcast and sad there is a joy
and cheer in everyday conversation. There
is the ability to make light of the many discomforts and uncertainties and laugh in the
face of adversity. The Shona are a patient,
long-suffering and hopeful people. Tomorrow will be better than today!

The SCAF Theology
Community at Silveira
House awaiting the
completion of our own
community house.

Digging a bore hole:
sourcing water is a daily
concern during the dry
seaons as the water table
drops year after year with
ever declining rainfall.

Where we have hope
How to explain this hope? Perhaps it is
because they have known better days and
expect their return. Perhaps it is the indomitable spirit strengthened by long endurance and patient expectation. Perhaps it
is the faith of a deeply religious people who
are confident that, as the Bishops concluded their pastoral letter “God is on your
side. He always hears the cry of the poor
and oppressed and saves them.”
Where We Have Hope is the title of a
book written by Andrew Meldrum, a foreign journalist deported from Zimbabwe in
2002. It tells the story of twenty-two happy
years spent in this country from the exciting and promising days of Independence to
the current situation of confusion and unease. Meldrum praises the ordinary people
who have suffered long and benefited little
from independence.
Surely the day must come when all will
be well again. There is need for hope in adversity and thank God, there are signs of
hope. Silveria House is such a sign. Its logo
is a large cedar tree providing shade for
many to gather and discuss and plan for a
better future. Its motto is “In the wilderness I will put cedar trees.” This text from
Isaiah continues “… so that they may see
and know, may all observe and understand
that the hand of the Lord has done this,
that the Holy One of Israel has created it”
(Isaiah 41:19-20). In the midst of the stunning passing beauty of acacia, jacaranda,
bougainvillea there are also the cedars of
God witnessing to the constancy of God
and inspiring hope in his people. ■
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Once the bread
basket of Southern
Africa, Zimbabwe
now survives in the
rural areas by selfhelp projects such as
this mill sponsored
by the Spiritans.

Hope for the future:
Zimbabwean boys
in training for
nation building.

Hope for the future:
Zimbabwean girls
in training for a
brighter tomorrow.
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